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Morris: Florida's First Women Candidates

FLORIDA’S FIRST WOMEN CANDIDATES
by ALLEN MORRIS

T

nineteenth amendment, the women’s suffrage amendment,
having been ratified by the requisite thirty-eight states, was
declared a part of the United States Constitution on August 26,
1920. Tennessee cast the deciding vote. The amendment had
been first proposed by Congress on June 5, 1915. Florida was not
among the thirty-eight states. Ratification did not come in this
state until 1969, and then only as a symbolic recognition of the
fiftieth anniversary of the Florida League of Women Voters.1
Florida’s women unsuccessfully had urged their legislators since
the 1890s to adopt woman’s suffrage. In 1917 the right to vote in
city elections had been granted women at Florence Villa, Moore
Haven, Palm Beach, and Pass-a-Grille, and in 1918 at DeLand,
Aurantia, Daytona Beach, and Orange City.2
Florida newspapers treated the addition of the nineteenth
amendment to the Constitution with varying degrees of enthusiasm. Some supported the actions; others felt that federal
regulation of suffrage was an intrusion into the rights of states.
The Tampa Tribune assured its readers that, “there is no need
for alarm over this new entrant to the voting booth. There is
room for both; and the Tribune, for one, welcomes the fact that
the women of this country will be politically important hereafter
as the men. It welcomes the thought that if there is such a thing
as purity in politics, it will gradually be reached now. We are
not one to believe that woman’s entrance into the political arena
means besmirching her skirts, or her mind. Most of those who
will vote will be the mothers of the country; and we believe, ‘A
mother, is a mother still, the holiest thing alive’.“3
A few days later the Tampa paper explained that it was “not
ungracious in its welcome of women into the ranks of electors.
HE
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Florida Senate Concurrent Resolution 1172. Adopted by Senate, May 13,
1969; by House, May 13, 1969.
Allen Morris, The Florida Handbook, 1983-1984 (Tallahassee, 1983), 523.
Tampa Morning Tribune, August 19, 1920.
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Despite the attempt of a few in the state to make it appear the
Tribune has opposed woman’s suffrage, such is not a fact. The
Tribune, while stubbornly proclaiming the right of the state to
grant this privilege, has never once said they should not have the
privilege. The Tribune has also urged on the legislatures which
had to pass on the amendment that they adopt the policy of majority rule, since it was evident the country, with the exception
of the South, was going to let the amendment in. We would not
ever be a stumbling block to progress and right, even though we
did not believe in the path along which progress and right might
be coming. If an infant be hungry, while we prefer for it the
material [maternal] breast, still we would not permit it to suffer
an hour because only a bottle or a spoon was available.“4
The Jacksonville Metropolis hailed the new day that had
“dawned in American politics. The Metropolis extends heartiest
congratulations to the women of this country. Justice has been
given them. The right has been withheld from them by biased
and egotistical politicians, but at last the veil has been torn away
and woman stands today at the gateway of her rights. Here, without seeking to share any of the glory which the women have
achieved for themselves, the Metropolis takes the opportunity to
remind them that it was one of the first papers in Florida to endorse equal suffrage, and the cause has been supported unvaryingly since then, although at the beginning of the fight the majority of the state press were rampant opponents.“5
The Jacksonville Florida Times-Union also noted the occasion: “Yesterday the Tennessee legislature ratified the Anthony
amendment giving women the right to vote but the sun did not
stop or hurry in its course. The waters continued to flow towards
the sea and the breeze fanned the people of Jacksonville as was
their custom. Nature did not celebrate the event even with a
thunderstorm. We do not look for any seismic disturbances in the
political field. The number of persons qualified for participation
in the election will be increased by about one-fourth and that is
about all. We look neither for the millenium nor for the destruction of the world.“6
4.
5.

Ibid., August 29, 1920.
Miami News, August 23, 1920, quoted by Jacksonville Metropolis, August
20, 1920.
6. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, August 19, 1920.
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A few days later the Times-Union wrote, “A situation confronts the people of this state and they should face it; they can’t
avoid it by imitating the ostrich. The women have been enfranchised and many of the white women, we think probably the
majority of the white women in Florida, did not wish the ballot.
A large number of these will probably show their disgust not only
by remaining away from the polls but also by refusing to qualify
as voters. But we are confident that no such reluctance to vote
will be found among the negro women.“7
The Miami Herald revealed its strong opposition to the
adoption of the amendment with the headline “The Rape Complete.” There was also a critical story: “With what seems to have
been entirely arbitrary action on the part of certain authorities
in Tennessee, the ratification of the legislature of that state of
the nineteenth amendment has been technically certified to the
secretary of state and that official is all cocked and primed to
issue his proclamation announcing that the nineteenth amendment, granting the franchise to women, has been ratified by threefourths of the states and is, therefore, a part of the Constitution
of the United States and in full force and effect. Thus the second
rape of the Constitution, within two years, has been accomplished, and must be accepted by the people of the whole country.
[The eighteenth amendment, prohibiting intoxicating liquors,
had been ratified January 29, 1919.] The United States is no
longer a federated republic. The states, as such, have practically
disappeared and as time goes on, one after another of the rights
that they have thought reserved to themselves will be taken away
and the government will be centralized at Washington. Eventually, our internal affairs will all be administered by bureaus at
the capital and the state legislatures will become like the boards
of commissioners in the various counties of the country. State
lines have been wiped out and the states themselves become only
names of provinces, parts of a centralized and powerful government whose basic law may now be changed almost at will.“8
The St. Petersburg Daily Times took an opposite view:
“Woman’s right to the full estate of citizenship is won in America. No more will she be classed with idiots, insane persons and
immature youth. Henceforth woman will stand alongside man
7. Ibid., August 28, 1920.
8. Miami Herald, August 26, 1920.
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as his equal in determining the affairs of the nation just as she
has been his equal and even his superior in other things that
have made the world of today.“9 The St. Petersburg Independent
wrote: “The advent of women at the ballot box of the nation is
fraught with consequences of the greatest moment to the people
as a whole— men and women alike. That those consequences shall
be for the weal of the nation there can be no questions. The
proposition that the granting of the right to express her convictions at the poles [sic] will mean woman’s neglect of her privileges
and responsibilities in the home is one of the most puerile and
innocuous arguments that could have been framed in the effort
to defeat the measure.“10
Adding the amendment to the Constitution did not end the
controversy in Florida. Rivers H. Buford, incoming state attorney
general, believed that it would be necessary to call the legislature
into special session to eliminate the word “male” from the voter
qualifications law. 11 Van C. Swearingen, the outgoing attorney
general, took an opposite stand. He argued that no special session
would be needed; the amendment, he felt, was self-executing.12
The Swearingen view prevailed, and no session was called. In
Tampa, however, B. L. Blackburn, the supervisor of registration
for Hillsborough County, said that he would seek a ruling from
the state attorney general as to whether women should be registered under the names of their husbands with “Mrs.” prefixed
or whether “they are to give their Christian names.” According
to the Tampa Tribune, “there is but one way” for a woman to
register and “that is under her full name. This amendment is
for the enfranchisement of women; it recognizes their personality
and an identity as never before. . . . She is not recognized because
she is the ‘wife’ of any man, the ‘daughter’ of any man, or the
‘widow’ of any man.“13
There was also a question of whether women should pay the
poll tax for one year or two. The tax, $1.00 a year, was a prerequisite to voting, and payment was required two years prior
to the year of an election. However, there was a proviso that only
9. St. Petersburg Daily Times, August 19, 1920.
10. St. Petersburg Independent, August 19, 1920.
11. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, August 20, 1920.
12. Ibid., August 29, 1920.
13. Tampa Morning Tribune, August 20, 1920.
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one year’s ‘tax was assessed against a person who, among other
reasons, was either not of age or not a resident of Florida during
a year prior to the election. John T. G. Crawford, national
Democratic committeeman from Florida, argued that payment
of one year’s tax should suffice since women previously had not
been able to qualify to register.14 Frank Ironmonger, Duval
County supervisor of registration, interpreted the poll tax law as
exempting “first voters.“15 In Jacksonville it was rumored that
someone was selling “permits to vote” for $2.00, and Ironmonger
warned women not to be taken in by such approaches, or to become confused by the poll tax requirement.16
In Florida, the primary had been held in June 1920, two
months prior to ratification. Thus, the only opportunity for
women to participate in the political process that year was in
the November general election. The women whose names appeared on a statewide ballot in Florida for the first time were
three candidates for presidential elector among twenty-nine
aspirants. They were Mrs. A. E. Henri, Mrs. L. L. Hays, and
Charlotte R. Coffin; their places of residences do not appear in
the records of the secretary of state. The winning six male candidates received votes totalling from 87,122 to 90,515; totals for the
three women ranged from 2,941 to 3,940.17
Meanwhile, the legislature, on April 5, 1921, settled the question of whether the nineteenth amendment broadened by implication Florida’s registration law. The legislature passed a bill,
and Governor Cary Hardee signed it on June 14, 1921, inserting
“and her” in the qualifications statute.18 Subsequently, the Florida law was changed to read “every person” and the state constitution to “any person.”
The first test of the desire of women to seek elective office
came in 1922. Front-page publicity was given to the women from
Pinellas and Taylor counties who announced their candidacy for
seats in the Florida House of Representatives.19 If there were any

14. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, August 20, 1920.
15. Ibid., August 28, 1920.
16. Ibid.
17. Election returns, 1920, Department of State, Florida State Archives,
Tallahassee.
18. Laws of Florida, 1921. Chapter 8583, 401.
19. St. Petersburg Times, June 4, 1922.
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Photograph from Mrs. Dorothy Fuller Geeslin
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Photograph from Seale H. Matthews
Representative Mary Lou Baker
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Photograph from Mrs. Mary Tyson Lear
Miss Myrtice McCaskill
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other female candidates, a review of county returns does not reveal any readily recognizable names.20
The day following the first Democratic primary in Florida in
which women could be either a voter or a candidate, the St.
Petersburg Independent reported: “Women candidates seemed to
have fared badly, with the exception of two who sought membership in the lower house of the legislature, all were candidates
either for county school boards, county supervisors of registration
or other minor offices. One of the legislative candidates was
beaten [by] about 451 [votes], the fate of the other depended
upon the number of second choice votes polled, and all of the
others, according to available returns, went down in defeat before
their masculine opponents.“21 The reports of the county canvassing boards indicate women won office in at least four
counties— school board in two counties, supervisor of registration
in one, and justice of the peace in the other.
One of the two candidates for the house had been Myrtice
Vera McCaskill from Taylor County. A native of DeFuniak
Springs, single, twenty-five years old (born June 15, 1896), and
ambitious, she had served as reading clerk in the house in 1917
and 1919, and in the senate in 1921.22 A campus leader at Florida
State College of Women in Tallahassee, McCaskill had studied
“expression” and was called upon frequently to give readings, a
popular form of entertainment in those years.23 She taught school,
and during World War I had organized the state for the United
War Work Fund of the YWCA.
When Representative J. H. Scales announced that he planned
to run for the senate in 1922, it created a vacancy, and McCaskill
was urged to seek the Taylor County seat by several legislators
and by a young friend who was then a legislative reporter for the
Jacksonville Florida Times-Union.24 Her father approved of her
candidacy, but her mother did not. It appeared at first that she
would have no opposition, but there was a last-minute qualifier,
20.

Primary election returns, June 1922, Department of State, Florida State
Archives.
21. St. Petersburg Independent, June 7, 1922.
22. Florida House Journal, 1917, 1919; Florida Senate Journal, 1921.
23. Autobiography prepared by Myrtice McCaskill Tyson in 1957 in Mobile
Press Register, September 7, 1958.
24. Conversation with Mary Tyson Lear, May 10, 1983. See also The People
of Lawmaking in Florida, 1822-1983, compiled by the Office of the Clerk,
Florida House of Representatives (Tallahassee, 1982), n.p.
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W. T. Hendry, an attorney. 25 There is no way of determining
whether he was influenced by McCaskill’s support of cattle dipping to rid them of ticks or by other matters which were of concern to the voters. Dipping was strongly opposed by farmers in
Taylor County, and it became a lively issue.
McCaskill campaigned from the back of a pick-up truck
driven by her father or a cousin. Her daughter later related an
incident of the campaign: “She walked slowly toward a group of
women sitting on the porch of a backwoods shack. They were
chewing tobacco. One of the women spit in her direction and
called her ‘that hussy that’s a-running for the Legislature.’Then
she told mother to leave politicking and moonshining to the
menfolks. ‘That’s all they’re good fer anyway,’she declared and
spat again.“26 Reflecting on the campaign later, McCaskill’s son
noted, “One of the other issues in the campaign other than
mother being a woman was that she was roundly criticized for
being a college graduate.“27
McCaskill lost the election; she received 197 votes to Hendry’s
835.28 Apart from the resentment of her support of cattle dipping,
which the 1923 legislature enacted anyway, McCaskill’s defeat
was attributed to two factors: the voters were not yet ready to
have a woman represent them in the state legislature and her
opponent was “a man trusted and admired by the vast majority
of the voters.“29
The other woman seeking election to the Florida house in
1922 was Katherine Bell Tippetts of St. Petersburg. She finished
second in a field of four, receiving a total of 660 first and second
choice votes to M. W. Ulmer’s total of 948 votes.30 There is
25. St. Petersburg Times, June 4, 1922.
26. Mary Tyson Lear to author, February 2, 1983.
27. John M. Tyson to author, September 24, 1982.
28. Democratic primary returns, June 6, 1922, Department of State, Florida
State Archives.
29. Alton Wentworth to author, April 25, 1983. For W. T. Hendry see
People of Lawmaking in Florida. For McCaskill see Mobile Press-Register,
September 7, 1958. After her defeat, McCaskill wrote insurance, making
the New York Life’s Hundred Thousand Dollar Club. She was reading
law for admission to the bar when she married James Jordan Tyson of
Montgomery, an Alabama attorney and son of a chief justice of that
state’s supreme court. The Tysons had three children: John M., James,
and Mary. In July 1983, Mrs. Tyson was in a nursing home in Mobile.
30. Democratic primary returns, June 6, 1922, Department of State, Florida
State Archives. The first and second primaries were combined, with
voters marking their first and second choices for an office on a single
ballot.
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nothing in Mrs. Tippetts personal files to explain her motives
for running for the legislature. Perhaps she believed that she
could better serve the citizens in her county than male legislators.
This may be inferred from her remarks after she, as part of a
delegation, had come to Tallahassee in 1921 to urge passage of
legislation that had been endorsed by the Pinellas County Federation of Woman’s Clubs: “The first great shock to the women
now to the methods of the Halls of the Legislature is the fact
that during the first weeks of the Session the men assembled to
thrash out the grave problems of the state act like a bunch of
boys kept unwillingly in school. The slightest mention of invitations to picnics or fish fries calls for the motion to adjourn to
attend same, and it is not ‘till visions of continuous House and
Committee meetings loom menacingly that the older and stricter
members are able to hold the boys in check, some of whom had
rather vote to adjourn for picnics, seemingly, than for their
favorite bill. At present this practice is causing the Legislature
to be kept in almost continuous session, with the sergeant-at-arms
keeping locked doors to keep the quorum inviolate and with
hasty passage of vast numbers of accumulated bills to make a
proper finis.“31
It may be guessed also that Tippetts’s observations of legislative committee activity caused her to believe that she could accomplish more as a member of the legislature than as an onlooker. She had appeared before a joint committee considering
bills to protect birds that the Woman’s Federation was supporting. Apparently she believed that she had been figuratively patted
on the head like a child and complimented on her “pretty little
Bird Books” by the male legislators until finally they realized
that she was determined to become involved. “Only then,” she
reported, “was I allowed to help. It was amusing to hear the
various questions asked [by] the committee, such as ‘are turtles
migratory?’ and ‘why are birds migratory’?” She finally came to
believe that the legislators were “ready to listen to reason, and
they really want the woman’s viewpoint on matters pertaining
to social and civic betterment.” However, when one senator announced that he wished club women would stop writing him to
31.

Unidentified clipping, probably from a Pinellas County newspaper in the
last week of the 1921 session. Scrapbooks and loose clippings in possession
of William E. Tippetts of St. Petersburg.
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“vote for bills so and so. How can I find time to know all their
numbers?” Mrs. Tippetts quickly informed him, “if you do not
take time, they will soon know your number.“32 Mrs. Tippetts
predicted, “The time is not far distant when a generous sprinkling of women will grace the two houses, to use a time-honored
phrase, not as spectators but as the people’s representatives, so
let a woman with such aspirations fit herself to repersent intelligently her constituents.“33 This was 1921; less than a year
later Mrs. Tippetts declared her own candidacy and launched
what turned out to be an unsuccessful campaign against M. W.
Ulmer.
It was not until 1928, six years after it had become constitutionally possible, that a woman was elected to the Florida House
of Representatives. She was Mrs. J. T. Fuller from Orange
County. Fuller was the name appearing on the ballots for the
Democratic primary and the general election of 1928, but she
was better known as Edna Giles Fuller, and she used this designatation in succeeding elections and in the House Journal when explaining her vote.34 She was the niece of James L. Giles, former
mayor of Orlando, and had lived in his home while growing up.
Her husband, John Thomas Fuller, had been her uncle’s business
partner. When he died in 1912, he left his widow a fortune described as “considerable.“35
In her announcement, Mrs. Fuller stated she would run “on
a record of 20 years of constructive public service.“36 This service
had included heading a state commission to formulate welfare
policy and serving as chair of the board of education of her
church. She had also been assistant food administrator for Florida
32.
33.

Unidentified clippings, Tippetts scrapbook.
St. Petersburg The Tourist News, January 15, 1921; press release, Associated Press, Tallahassee, April 23, 1928. Tippetts was born March 11,
1865, in Somerset County, Maryland. She was educated in private schools,
achieved proficiency in five languages, and authored several books under
the nom de plume Jerome Cable. William Henry Tippetts had been a
European correspondent for a number of American newspapers. They
came to St. Petersburg in 1902 because of his poor health, and operated
the Belmont Hotel.
34. Florida House Journal, 1929, 1931; Records of Orange County Supervisor
of Elections, Orange County Courthouse, Orlando, Florida.
35. Orlando Sentinel, August 3, 1952; Eve Bacon, Orlando: A Centennial
History, 2 vols. (Chuluota, 1975), 318-20. Mrs. Fuller was born August
5, 1874, on a farm in Hillsborough County near Plant City. She died December 28, 1952, at Orlando.
36. Sidney Ives to author, August 9, 1982.
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under Herbert Hoover during World War I. Her friends noted
that “Miss Edna loves people. She loves doing. She loves God.
She’ll encourage you to do right . . . and if that doesn’t work,
she’ll drive you.”
Fuller’s opponent in 1928 was J. D. Beggs. They were running
for the Orange County house seat which had been vacated when
the incumbent decided to become a senatorial candidate. Mrs.
Fuller won 3,987 to 3,119, and she was unopposed in the general
election.37
Mrs. Fuller was formally presented to the Florida House of
Representatives in 1929 by Speaker Samuel W. Getzen. She was
not awed by these ceremonies, she said, but she was moved by
her sense of dedication to service. Speaking to her fellow legislators, she said, “There may be some trepidation among members
of the House as to a woman serving in its ranks, but I urge you
not to feel this way about me.“38
Mrs. Fuller’s first bill was based upon her earlier public welfare experience. This legislation, which she had helped design,
distributed the responsibilities for dependent mothers and children among state and county agencies, and transfered authority
to the new State Board of Public Welfare from the State Board
of Health. Five of the other eight bills she introduced were of a
local nature and one was a claim bill. She also sponsored a bill
relating to notaries public, which was unfavorably reported by
committee, and another, addressing unsatisfied judgements, which
died on the house calendar.
A test of Mrs. Fuller’s philosophy and politics came when a
resolution was introduced deploring the presence of the wife of
a black congressman, Representative Oscar De Priest of Chicago,
at a White House social function given by Mrs. Herbert Hoover
in 1931. The incident stirred immense controversy, with some
southern newspapers blasting Mrs. Hoover for “defiling” the
White House. The Florida house resolution originally resolved
“that the act of Mrs. Hoover in thus entertaining a negro woman
on a parity with white ladies was both shameful and disgraceful
and if persisted in will destroy the prestige of the Anglo-Saxon
race and set at naught the social fabric of the country that has for
ages guarded and kept sacred the purity of our Anglo-Saxon
37. Records of Orange County Supervisor of Elections.
38. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, April 4, 1929.
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blood which stands for the highest type of Americanism.” The
resolution was amended to strike out the words condemning Mrs.
Hoover, but it criticized “certain social policies of the administration which have to do with entertaining negroes in the White
House.” After two hours of debate, the resolution was adopted,
and Mrs. Fuller voted in favor of it. She explained her action:
“In explanation of my vote, I am in sympathy with the principle
of the resolution which emphasizes one of the recognized bases of
solution of racial problems in this country, but am not at all in
sympathy with the wording of the resolution and do not approve
the use of the words ‘shame’ and ‘disgrace’, nor the use of the
name of the wife of the president.“39
Mrs. Fuller ran unopposed for a second term in 1930.40 By
the time the legislature convened in regular session in April
1931, the Great Depression had already begun to devastate the
economy of the country. Florida was in desperate financial straits.
The state’s troubles preceded those of the nation; Florida was
still suffering from the collapse of the land boom of the 1920s and
the destruction caused by two ferocious hurricanes. The inability
of the legislature and Governor Doyle Carlton to agree upon an
appropriations bill which would reflect Florida’s depleted revenues resulted in the famous “Hundred Day Legislature”— a
regular session of sixty days plus two twenty-day special sessions.
Appropriations were finally voted, and the legislature also legalized pari-mutuel wagering at horse and dog tracks. Mrs. Fuller
opposed the gambling measure.
The 1932 election year saw the greatest turnover in the history of the Florida house. Seventy-eight per cent of the members
of the 1933 House were freshmen.41 Mrs. Fuller was among those
defeated; she received 2,668 votes to the 3,736 cast for her opponent, Judge J. J. Dickinson .42 Coverage of the campaign by the
Orlando Sentinel did not provide much information as to what
caused Fuller’s defeat. It may be inferred that it was a bad year
for incumbents generally, from the ouster of two Orange County
clerks of court, offices usually considered politically safe. Yet,
Fuller’s house colleague, Fred Ward, defeated an opponent.43
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.

Florida House Journal, 1929.
Records of Orange County Supervisor of Elections.
Records of Office of the Clerk of the House of Representatives.
Records of Orange County Supervisor of Elections.
Orlando Sentinel, June 9, 1932.
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The second woman to become a member of the Florida House
of Representatives had two identities. She was known both as
Mrs. Seale H. Matthews, the wife of a man then in World War II
military service, and as Mary Lou Baker, lawyer and legislator.
She was elected from Pinellas County in November 1942. The
duality of her identity caused some problems for her over the
years. During her 1944 campaign, when she was running for a
second term, she explained her use of her maiden name: “The
purpose of a name is to designate an individual, and to distinguish that individual from others. I received my law degree and
my certificate to practice as Mary Lou Baker. Mary Lou Baker is
my name and I am entitled to every particle of good will attached
to the use of that name as a result of my own efforts, but nothing
more. It might even be considered unsportsmanlike for me to
use the name of my husband upon the ballot and thereby borrow
from the good will established by the name of Captain Seale H.
Matthews. My husband is well known and most favorably known.
On the other hand, the church membership of my husband and
myself, and my own membership in the Eastern Star and other
ladies’ organizations, which memberships are predicated upon
Seale’s membership in the parent organizations, are in a different
category. There we work jointly and jointly received the benefits
and benisons of those organizations. There I am intensely proud
to be known as Mrs. Seale H. Matthews. I hope St. Peter has the
names so recorded in his big book.”44
Baker’s candidacy, like that of Miss McCaskill and Mrs.
Tippetts, may also have been a result of her observations of
legislative proceedings. She believed that she “could do as wellor better [than her male counterparts].” She had been employed
as indexer for the Journal of the 1941 session, and had many
opportunities to observe the workings of the legislature and the
activities of the state’s lawmakers. Baker was one of three Pinellas
County representatives in the 1943 legislature. She had defeated
a one-term incumbent, Stanley C. Minshall, in the election the
previous fall. A third candidate, Henry D. Goff, had a platform
of only two specific planks: to forbid city councilmen from holding another public office and to limit membership in the legislature to native-born Americans. Minshall was Canadian-born as
44. St. Petersburg Times, February 12, 1944.
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was Miss Baker but that part of her life was not publicized. A
legislative Who’s Who listed Salt Lake City, Utah, as her place
of birth. 45 In the first primary, Baker received 5,034 votes;
Minshall, 4,783; and Goff 1,884. In the runoff election, she received 5,988 votes to Minshall’s 3,978. She carried sixty-nine of
the county’s seventy-seven precincts and tied in one.46 She was
unopposed in the general election.
In her first term, Baker was the major sponsor of three bills
relating to women: making it lawful for women to serve on juries
(failed); authorizing the use of powers of attorney executed by
husband or wife (senate companion passed); and permitting married women to manage their separate property and to make contracts (passed both houses). Miss Baker was best known for the
married women’s rights law, commonly known as the Baker Act.
This act (not to be confused with a later Baker Act relating to
mental health matters), was upheld by the Florida Supreme
Court. Justice Elwyn Thomas, for the court, observed: “The
strange illogic of the common law rule becomes more striking as
the years pass. In this century we find women, married ones, engaged in every conceivable business and governmental enterprise.
Yet, under common law, a single woman with the right to manage her property, lost the right and was regarded as incompetent
when she married.”47 The Florida Law Journal noted in an editorial: “To Mary Lou Baker, the lady from Pinellas, must be
given credit for accomplishing the most historic change which
has occurred in the basic law of the State of Florida in the past
generation. Through her tenacity and courage it was finally enacted into law in the closing days of the session.“48
In the 1944 Democratic primary Baker defeated William S.
(Bill) Howell by a vote 12,335 to 7,643. Again, she was unopposed
in the general election.49 After the votes were counted, Representative Baker had what the St. Petersburg Times described as
the “most unusual post-campaign statement ever to come from a
45.

Ibid., April 28, 1942. See St. Petersburg Times, May 9, 1942. Baker was
born in Prince Rupert, British Colombia, Canada, October 26, 1914. She
came to Florida from Provo, Utah, in 1925. She was a graduate of Stetson
University College of Law. She died May 8, 1965.
46. St. Petersburg Times, May 6, 1942; St. Petersburg Evening Independent,
May 27, 1942.
47. Taylor v. Dorsey, 19 So. 2nd 876 (Fl. 1944).
48. Florida Law Journal, 17 (July 1943), 191-93.
49. St. Petersburg Times, May 3, 1944.
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local winning candidate.” She was pregnant, and around midnight of election day, she telephoned this news to her husband
who was stationed at Camp Roberts in California. She had
guarded “this domestic item,” she said, “lest it be thought knowledge of it was permitted in order to influence the voting.”
If neither Captain Matthews nor Pinellas voters were aware
of the pregnancy prior to the election, an endorsement of his
wife’s candidacy by Matthews took the form of a letter whose
contents were given the radio and press. “My wife, Mary Lou
Baker, is an excellent housewife, an able lawyer and legislator, a
prudent business woman. She writes and speaks clearly, concisely,
convincingly, yet tactfully. She possesses great beauty, poise,
charm and friendliness. All who know Mary Lou love and respect
her. Re-elect her and you will again be proud of the superior and
distinguished service you will receive from her, a legislator of
skill, ability and patriotism.“50
In the 1945 session Representative Baker was the prime sponsor of four general bills which passed both houses and became
law. Two of these strengthened the authority of the State Railroad Commission (now the Public Service Commission) to collect
mileage taxes; another regulated optometry, and the remaining
bill increased the monthly allowances to public school teachers
and county school superintendents who had served thirty-five
years.
In the Democratic primary of 1946 Baker’s political career
collided with a legislative axiom that local bills are more likely
to defeat a legislator than support and vote of general laws. In
Pinellas County, this issue, as defined by the St. Petersburg
Times, was utility regulation. The Times said Mary Lou Baker
had given “great lip service” in the 1944 campaign to lower
power rates through a county regulatory board but when opportunity arose to work for such an agency, she not only went
back on her promise but actually voted against it.” The Times
noted, “voters have long memories.“51 The paper was obviously
right; Miss Baker lost the election to Charles J. Schuh, Jr., by a
vote of 4,522 to 8,820.52
Edna Pearce, elected to the Florida House of Representatives
50.
51.
52.

Ibid., April 22, 1944.
Ibid., May 7, 1946.
Ibid., May 8, 1946.
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in 1948, was the third woman to serve in that capacity. Once
Pearce had been delayed because a rain-drenched sandy road
made it difficult to travel. She missed her bank appointment and
had to stay overnight away from home. She thought she knew
how to get the attention of the State Road Department: be elected
to the legislature. Miss Pearce was a prosperous, attractive thirtyseven year old cattlewoman from Fort Basinger when she began
making her plans to become a candidate. After she determined
that the incumbent from Highlands County did not intend to
run again, she called upon each man who might be a candidate.
When each disclaimed his intention, she formally entered the
race. She was elected without opposition.53
The Pearce family lived on land on the Kissimmee River
which Edna’s grandfather, Captain John Pearce, had received
because of his military service. Her great-grandfather had been
a Methodist circuit rider and a cattleman. Her brother, Clifford,
was a member of the Highlands County Commission, and she
had been a member of the State Democratic Committee. She had
also been active in the State Cattlemen’s Association, Farm
Bureau, and the alumni association of her alma mater, Florida
Southern College. Pearce had also attended Florida State College
for Women.54 When Miss Pearce came to Tallahassee in 1949,
she was welcomed by many friends and acquaintances, including
Alfred A. McKethan, the Brooksville banker who was then chairman of the State Road Board. Pearce quickly achieved her initial
goal, the paving of the road from Fort Basinger to Sebring. It
may have helped that she was a member of both the committee
on appropriations and the committee on public roads.
A sampling of the general bills she sponsored indicates her
many legislative interests .55 In 1949, she pushed for a bill requiring containers with a distinctive surface for poisons and another
requiring the accurate labeling of Florida beef. Her bill for
safety inspection of inboard motor boats died on the house calendar, but the measure which she co-sponsored allowing women
to serve as jurors upon their request passed. In 1951, she obtained
an appropriation for Highlands Hammock State Park, although
her effort to establish a state hospital for alcoholics in Highlands
53. Interview with Mrs. William L. Lockett, May 2, 1983.
54. Lake Placid Journal, July 14, 1983.
55. Florida House Journal, 1949, 1951, 1953.
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County died in committee. Two years later, however, she succeeded in getting the house to approve establishing this center in
her county. Both houses passed her bill limiting the life of
dormant lawsuits. She failed to win passage of a bill to abolish
discriminatory wage rates based on sex.
In 1953 on a voyage to Europe aboard the Queen Mary, Miss
Pearce met William L. Lockett, an English wool importer, when
they were seated together at the captain’s table. Shortly afterwards
they were married, and she retired from politics and took up
residence in London. Later, the Locketts returned to Florida,
and Edna and her sister, Pearl, operated the Pearce ranch. In
1983 the Florida House of Representatives adopted a resolution
honoring Edna Pearce Lockett for her “significant contributions
to her community and to the State of Florida.“56 She was present
and admitted she had worn a bright red coat for the occasion so
that “everyone could see me.”
After 1942, the Florida House of Representatives always had
a woman member. Mamie Eaton Greene of Monticello was elected in 1928 as a member of the State Railroad Commission, the first
woman in Florida to be elected to a statewide office.57 She had
first served in the position after her appointment by Governor
John W. Martin on March 23, 1927, upon the death of her first
husband, Commissioner R. L. (Bob) Eaton. Ruth Bryan Owen of
Miami was also elected in 1928 to the first of two terms as a
member of Congress from the Fourth District, a large area that
stretched from Jacksonville to Key West and inland to Orlando.
Mrs. Owen was the daughter of William Jennings Bryan, the
three-time Democratic nominee for president of the United States
58
and former Secretary of State. Later she was appointed by
President Franklin Roosevelt as the United States Minister to
Denmark, the first woman in American history to hold so high a
diplomatic post.
Since the 1920s, Florida women, both as voters and office
holders, have played important roles on every political level in
Florida and the nation. Their voices have been heard and their
56.
57.
58.

Nixon Smiley, “She Might Have Been Offered Governorship,” Miami
Herald, February 1, 1967; Lake Placid Journal, July 1, 1983.
Florida House Journal, May 2, 1983. House Resolution 1035; Interview
with Mrs. Lockett, May 2, 1983.
Morris, The Florida Handbook, 176-78.
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power has been felt across the country as mayors, judges, legislators, congresswomen, and United States Senators. Women
achieved major positions of leadership in Florida for the first
time with the reorganization of the legislature in November,
1984. A half century after Myrtice McCaskill and Katherine
Tippetts broke new ground, Betty Castor of Tampa became
senate president pro tempore and Elaine Gordon of Miami was
elected house speaker pro tempore.
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